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(Photograph courtesy Walter and Anna McKee Halsey Collection,
University Archives, University Library, University of Nebraska at
Omaha)

ANNA M. MCKEE, LAS VEGAS, NEW MEXICO, SPRING

"I Feel as if 1Were on Some Other Planet"
THE NEW MEXICO CORRESPONDENCE OF PRESBITERIAN
MISSIONARY ANNA MARY MCKEE,

1884-1885

Les Valentine

D

uring the last half of the nineteenth century a variety of Protestant
missionary organizations sent hundreds of representatives into the
American West. These missionaries lived among and attempted to help local
populations. Missionaries taught in schools, tended gardens, nursed the sick,
preached the gospel, acquired clothing for those in need, and counseled
families on the importance of cleanliness and moderation in their personal
and domestic lives. Church officials hoped the efforts of home missionaries
(those dedicated to domestic proselytization) would result in the conversion of Native Americans, Hispanos, and Mormons to Protestantism.
Representing the church on the frontier required great sacrifice and
changed the lives of those who accepted what they perceived as their calling. Home missionaries must have experienced shock when thrust into a
frontier environment and torn from family, friends, and "civilization." These
changes must have been profound, but few missionaries left informal
records of their everyday lives to help historians gauge the effects of this
transition. One young missionary, Anna Mary McKee, left a detailed record
of her experience, providing a glimpse into the lives of Presbyterian home

Les Valentine, M.A., M.L.S., is University Archivist at the University Library, University of
Nebraska at Omaha. Thanks to Laurie Nettelmann, Lisa Kobe, and Jennifer Weimer for their
assistance in the preparation of the McKee correspondence for publication.
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missionaries. McKee described the frontier as an alien place, writing, "I
feel as if I were on some other planet."
Anna McKee was born on 9 June 1865 at Milesburg in Centre County,
Pennsylvania, the oldest child of the Reverend William Bergstresser McKee

(1829-1919) and Sarah Jane Norton McKee (1836-1924)' The McKee family
was large. Anna had seven siblings: twin sisters Elizabeth (Lizzie) and
Ethelwynn (Winnie) (b. 1868), William (b. 1866), Henry (b. 1869), Frank
(b. 1871), Walter (b. 1873), and Helen (b. 1876). When Anna was three years
old, she survived an attack of poliomyelitis, which left one of her legs twisted
and shorter than the other for the remainder of her life. This bout with
polio sparked her life-long desire to rise above her "lameness." I
McKee's childhood and various educational experiences took her all over
the country. Her father's duties as a Presbyterian minister unsettled the household during McKee's early years. Between 1865 and 1884, "Papa" McKee
served parishioners in Bald Eagle and Silver Springs, Pennsylvania; Sparta
and Franklin Furnace, New Jersey; McCune, Kansas; and Arlington, Illinois. z In 1876 eleven-year-old McKee was sent to boarding school at Blair
Presbyterial Academy in Blairstown, New Jersey. She was enrolled at Blair
until 1879 when she joined her family in Cherokee, Kansas, graduating from
high school there in the spring of 1880. That summer McKee's parents decided to send her to Lindenwood College, a private Presbyterian finishing
school in St. Charles, Missouri, just outside St. Louis. She attended
Lindenwood from September 1880 until the completion of her junior year
in June 1883.3
The months McKee spent in St. Charles gave her an opportunity to consider what she wished to do with her life. By the spring of 1883 McKee had
decided that she was interested in teaching; she earned her teaching credentials from the Normal Institute in Princeton, Illinois, over the summer
of 1883.4 During the 1883-1884 academic term, McKee lived with her parents and taught first and second grades in Arlington, Illinois. Her family had
moved to Arlington in January 1883 after her father was appointed to serve a
congregation in that community.5
Sometime during or soon after her term at Arlington, Anna McKee agreed
to serve as principal of a Presbyterian plaza school in Los Ranchos de Taos,
New Mexico. She would serve in that office from October 1884 through
July 1885. Unclear in the historical record is exactly how McKee's desire to
become a home missionary developed. As the daughter of a Presbyterian
minister who had served as a home missionary early in his career, and as the
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SARAH JANE NORTON MCKEE WITH SONS

Clockwise from left: Henry, Frank, William, and Walter.
(Photograph courtesy Walter and Anna McKee Halsey Collection,
University Archives, University Library, University of Nebraska at
Omaha)

product of two institutions sponsored by the Presbyterian Church (Blair
and -Lindenwood), McKee probably cultivated at an early age the Christian
ethic of helping people, physically and spiritually.6
McKee left for New Mexico on 16 September 1884 with great optimism,
anticipating the excitement and romance of frontier life. She idealized even
her descriptions of the train ride westward. As McKee's Pullman car sped
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along she fancied herself trekking across the same route that "the adventureloving knight Coronado" had traveled over three centuries earlier.7 By the
time nineteen-year-old McKee arrived, she was filled with the spirit of adventure and ready to take this next big step in her life.
Idealistic young Protestant missionaries like Anna McKee shared a number of characteristics. s Reared in small towns by socially conservative, middleclass parents, they were generally bright, energetic, confident, disciplined,
patriotic, and committed to a life of self-sacrifice. Pious by nature, they possessed a thorough knowledge of the Bible and a strong belief in the power of
the Holy Spirit. Their long-term objective was to rescue souls for the Protestant Christian Church, and their education and training instilled the ability
to communicate that beliefthrough scripture. Skilled mission-school teachers
both guided students to Protestant faith and encouraged them to embrace
its church. Typically unmarried, and generally healthy and robust, missionaries could adapt to grueling frontier conditions and perform tiresome work
under stressful conditions. Although their education gave them better-thanaverage knowledge of topics such as music, women missionaries still had
little or no comprehension of the languages spoken by indigenous peoples
whom they served. They considered themselves superior to their charges,
and McKee's racial attitudes are manifested repeatedly throughout her letters. Anna McKee and her missionary peers were Euroamerican agents dispatched to aid the incorporation of benighted Natives and Hispanos into
Anglo-Saxon civilization.
Missionaries who served in the Southwest also shared professional issues
about, and reactions to, frontier life and conditions. One concern was the
lifestyles of poor Hispanos. Also disquieting were Catholic religious customs and rituals viewed by Protestants as superstitious and idolatrous. A
third concern was the problem of shabby teaching facilities and inadequate
teaching resources. Most mission workers were convinced before entering
service that the Southwest was a dreadful place and assumed they would
find the worst. Given their predisposition, home missionaries unsurprisingly
found just what they expected. 9
Despite their low expectations, missionaries shuddered at the lifestyles of
Indians and poor Hispanos. Workers commented on the simple, childlike
wretchedness of the people; stereotyped descriptions of immoral women and
indolent men were commonplace in missionary letters, diaries, and publications. IO Local dwellings and eating habits also met with missionary disapproval. Mud houses, bed bugs, and families sitting on the floor consuming
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"questionable viands" with their fingers certainly gave pause to prim and
proper mission workers. 1I Given the ethnocentrism oflate-nineteenth-century
white Americans, missionaries who were suddenly transplanted into a frontier environment blamed the lifestyles of the people, at least in part, on
racial inferiority.12
McKee's class origins structured her responses to lifestyles in New Mexico.
She decried the "muddy countenance," laughable attire, body lice, and offensive odor of those who lived in poverty. She was shocked by grubby families who prepared food with sand-ridden, bug-infested ingredients in
unsanitary conditions and who ate off the floor alongside "from ten to fifteen ravenous dogs." Her descriptions of"higher class" New Mexicans, whose
lifestyles reflected her own, were much more positive. Men were handsome
and "picturesque"; women were "very beautiful" with "perfectly divine eyes"
but little character. McKee described the adobe dwellings of these families
as "fixed up elegantly inside," with a "Brussels carpet" similar to her mother's,
a "splendid piano," curtains made of lace, and comfortable furniture. 1J
Home missionaries also worried about the religious customs of the people
they served. Particularly in New Mexico, workers believed that Catholicism, rather than racial inferiority, was largely responsible for the impoverishment of the population. Protestant missionaries were convinced that the
Catholic Church and its priests, corrupt in their eyes, sought to keep the
people poor, ignorant, and submissive. Superstitious ceremonies, the purchase of indulgences, the idolatrous worship of the Virgin Mary, and festivals that included "dancing, drinking, racing, and gambling" combined to
harm the moral development of New Mexicans. 14 Missionaries approached
the Lenten rituals of the Penitentes with a "fascination of the exotic," and
otherwise reserved young women went to great lengths to witness these ceremonies. ls Voyeuristic, bloody, and often exaggerated accounts of these rites
tell us as much about Victorian-era Protestant missionaries as about the
Penitentes themselves. 16
McKee expressed similar concerns about the influence of Catholicism.
She believed that absurd Catholic rituals performed by "avaricious and cunning" priests negatively impacted the people she served. McKee claimed to
have witnessed one priest charging exorbitant fees to baptize livestock of
superstitious Indians and poor Hispanos and another threatening excommunication to discourage parents from sending their children to her Presbyterian mission school. She also reacted in a typical Victorian manner to
the "fearfully horrible" Lenten ceremonies of the Penitentes. McKee went
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out of her way to observe the ceremonies and her accounts of their rituals
were grisly and sensational. It is easy to imagine the young missionary gaping in wide-eyed amazement as masked men stumbled along flagellating
themselves in rhythm with "thongs made of braided reeds," their backs scored
into "one mass of blood and lacerated flesh."I?
Home missionaries in the Southwest also fretted over the teaching environment. The schoolhouse was the basic vehicle through which mission
teachers were expected to rescue the souls ofyoung, poverty-stricken Catholic
Hispanos. Yet frontier school buildings, often miserable and overcrowded,
suffered inadequate ventilation, leaky roofs, and insufficient lighting. These
conditions strained the health of teachers who were required to stand for
hours on cold mud floors instructing many more students than the facilities
could easily accommodate. Schools were also insufficiently supplied. Teachers and students alike endured severe shortages of basic teaching materials
including desks, books, paper, pencils, maps, and even bibles. Supplies were
often so scarce that teachers were forced to purchase necessary items with
their own money. Workers who found themselves in underfunded teaching
environments often became disillusioned, for most expected a greater level
of financial support from eastern missionary societies. ls
McKee occasionally complained about the teaching conditions. The
schoolhouse that she shared with her assistant, Alice Hyson, seated only
thirty-five students and was so dusty and malodorous that McKee preferred
not to wear fine clothing while teaching.19 As enrollments increased, the
teachers divided the school: Hyson remained in the schoolhouse with the
younger children and McKee held classes for the older students in a nearby
chapel. The failure of missionary societies to provide books or used clothing
for her students annoyed McKee, who sometimes purchased supplies from
her meager cache of personal funds. Early in her short service as a home
missionary, McKee complained to her mother about the lack of support
from the East and grumbled: "That N[ew].Y[ork]. [missionary] society doles]
more writing than anything else. so [I] don't expect much or anything for
the children [to come from] there."2o
The struggles in the Southwest to secure conversions to Protestantism
were generally not as productive as missionaries hoped. Workers who remained in the field for several years eventually moderated their attitudes
about frontier society, recognizing that southwestern Catholicism was not
just a religion but was part of the culture itself. Some were even absorbed
into that culture "on Hispanic terms" and became trusted members of
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Hispano society. Veteran missionaries like these understood how difficult it
was to convince people "already content and at home with their culture"
that a change to Protestantism was for the best. 2!
McKee did not serve in New Mexico long enough to soften her judgments about the culture or to gain the complete trust of the people. Discovering early on that competing with Catholicism was a daunting task, she
wrote to her parents with undisguised frustration: "What is the use any way
of these people turning Protestants for every time just as soon as they think
they are going to die they send for the padre and are given Catholic burial
and they all with out [sic] fail go to him to be married." As McKee pondered
whether to leave the field, she sullenly evaluated her mission experience for
her father: "I think we have done some good but we can hardly see it. Perhaps we are only permitted to prepare the ground."21
The New Mexico correspondence of Presbyterian missionary Anna Mary
McKee, which follows below, is a valuable addition to the documentary
history of Protestant missionary efforts in the American Southwest. McKee
recorded the joys and frustrations that characterize mission work in an articulate and absorbing manner. Her accounts also provide a new perspective on the early service of long-time missionary Alice Hyson. Historians
have erroneously reported that Hyson lived alone during the first few months
of her thirty years on the frontier and operated the Los Ranchos de Taos
plaza school by herself.23
Another significant feature of these letters is the rare glimpse they offer
into the private life of a home missionary. In contrast to nondescript workers
known primarily through formal activity reports, this correspondence introduces a capricious teenager, engulfed by a foreign culture, caught between
the deprivation and romance of frontier life. One moment, McKee was a
sheltered young lady who complained about the lack of decent food, the
effect of the dusty environment on her clothing, and the threats to her safety
from frontier ruffians. The next moment, she fancied herself a frontierswoman accustomed to advenh~re and unwilling to revisit civilization.
The brave young women who served the church in frontier New Mexico
were probably a combination of both.

Editorial note
In the following letters written by Anna McKee, the original text has been
reproduced exactly as written. The letters have not been edited for McKee's
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use of incorrect grammar and punctuation. Text that McKee underlined,
placed in parentheses, or crossed out has been reprinted as it appears in her
letters. Where necessary, explanation or definition of McKee's terms has
been provided in brackets and punctuation has been added to clarify her
meaning. Unless otherwise noted, all letters are from the Walter & Anna
McKee Halsey Collection, University Archives, University Library, University of Nebraska at Omaha.

The Letters of Anna Mckee

[Anna McKee to Sarah McKee]
Mora, New Mexico

19 September 1884
Dear Mamma:
I arrived here at noon having left Vegas24 -at 8 this A.M. I had to go to the
hotel again as Mr. Fraser's accomodations were limited. 25 I was very nicely
treated - Mr F is so very pleasant and kind, he is quite sorry that I did not get
Vegas school, and if there is an opening there he will see that I get it.
I came over here in five hours an a half ride in an ambulance the distance is over 30 miles. We are two thousand feet higher than Vegas, making
this place about 9,000 feet high. My heart beats so fast that I can hardly
breathe, I even loose my breath walking across the room. I don't know
whether I can stand this God forsaken country or not, I was very much
pleased with Vegas, but this place is about as bad as I can imagine anything
to be, and Mrs Phillips tells me this is Paradise compared to where I am
going. 26 I forgot to say that two young gentlemen brought me over as they
were going up the Mts. to hunt. Mr Fraser sent me with them in preference
to my having a lonely ride with a Mexican or rough American driver. I have
half a mind to go back with them today and come home. Mr. Phillips thinks
I will have to go over the main range of the Rockies to Rio Colorado 80
miles from here & I will have to ride in a lumber wagon up to the pass in the
Snow Mts. where it is 11,000 ft. high. He tells me to prepare for a snow
storm, it is very cold here, you can see plenty of snow.
The Madre of the boarding school here does not think I should go to any
of those isolated places she says they are not fit for an American. at Rio
Colorado there is one American man a rough mining or ranch fellow but
he has a nice Mexican wife but I can't speak Spanish. Quien Sabel non se I
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don't know what to do. I have learned some Spanish words already. Mr
Phillips has written to Glorietta and Albuquerque to see if! can get in there.
I am going to write to Mr Fraser & see what he thinks about Rio Colorado.
I am to stay here a week.
I don't think Mr Phillips was treated right by the board as they did not tell
him I was coming. he feels it and trys to find an excuse. Mrs Phillips said if
she were you she would think I had not been treated rightly. Still I am going
to stand it awhile at least. Mamma you have no idea how the Mexicans live.
This town is entirely built of flat roofed adobe or mud houses, I believe
there is one American in town besides the teachers the rest are Jews Mexicans & Spanish ruffians. The only towns under Mr. Phillips that are vacant
are away up further in the mts. no American can live there the altitude is so
great they will die besides they would naturally starve. no mail sometimes
for two years just think of that & I would never see a white person for six
months at a time. Mr. P. won't let me go there the matron says she would
never forgive him ifhe did. I don't want to go either. The Mexicans up there
killed a little shepherd boy on Monday, he was found hanging by his neck his
feet tied to a tree & his backbone broken. They do not molest the teachers
though but are as kind to them as it is possible for them to be. Let me tell you
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how they build their houses. they get a good clay place dig a little hole then
pour in water & mix it until they get it big enough. then Mr. Mexicano strips
off invites some of his chums to help him then they wallow around in the
mud until they get it the right consistency to make into adobes. Their houses
have four sides like dormitories[.] surrounding a plazita or pateo is a courtyard
inside of the building where the domestic animals are driven at night.
The matron has just told me she has often had to take her sheepskin (for
that is about the only bed you can find at those isolated places & you are
lucky if you can get that) & sleep in the pateo among the animals for the
bedbugs & body lice are so terrible in the Mexican houses. They [Hispano
residents] eat off of the mud floor, by way of dainties they have fly blown
meal which the dogs have been playing with, mesquit beans all the year
around, chili or green peppers which they cook like vegetables & eat with
great relish, onions some of which weigh 3 pounds & tortillas (torteels), a
kind of cornbread in which they mix the pounded corn with water & slap
around in their hands with great rapidity (it is awfull dirty) & then slam
down in their mud ovens. it is so tough you can hardly pull it apart. While
you are eating you have from ten to fifteen ravenous dogs around you. You
very rarely see a table. The natives [Hispanos] when they come to town
have to bring the little pig with them in their carrito or wagon (a most curious structure) or it would be in a neighbors pork barrel before night.
Tell the boys I have seen 3 bears, Mexican antelope in great herds, an
eagle & lots of prairie dogs, & out on the mesa or great plains I saw millions
of sheep & cattle. Just before we crossed the Trinidad, ten or 20 miles from
any where the air valve in the engine broke, we had to wait so that we were
four hours behind at Vegas. About 15 cowboys came up, we gave them papers & fruit & they seemed quite delighted, they looked quite fierce with
their belts of revolvers, indian ponies & lassoes. I saw lots of Navajoe &
Pueblo....

[Anna McKee to Sarah McKee]
Mora, New Mexico

25 September 1884
Dear Mamma:
I am beginning to feel quite like an old "residenter" and like this place
better every day I am in it, although I do have to shut my eyes over a good
many things.

PAGE ONE OF ANNA MCKEE'S LETTER FROM NEW MEXICO, 19 SEPTEMBER

188 4
(Photograph courtesy Walter and Anna McKee Halsey Collection,
University Archives, University Library, University of Nebraska at
Omaha)
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Yesterday Miss Craig and I walked five miles, we undertook the ascent of
one of the mountains but after we went up about two hundred feet I had to
stop for my breath was so short. 27 I am getting quite used to the altitude and
my heart does not beat so fast only when I get in a hurry. This is a bad place
for sore throat, mine has been a little sore for the last three days, you remember I never had that in Ill[inoi]s. The skin came off my arm this morning and it smarts a good deal otherwise it is nearly well. I never felt so good in
my life as I do here, I feel like getting up in the morning isn't that remarkable!
The air is so cool and pure it seems as ifI could not get enough of it. This A.M.
Mrs Phillips, Miss Craig and I went away up the canyon with our Mexican
driver, I never saw such beautiful country, the highest range of the Rockies
was right in front of us ten miles distant we can plainly see the snow on it.
I have just finished my Spanish lesson. Mr Phillips says I learn it very
nicely indeed. They think I give a regular Spanish pronunciation. Mr Phillips
is considered the best Spanish student among Americans & Mr Fraser told
me to take advantage of the time I was here. Mr P. says that I must get Papa
to obtain a grammar for me, I will tell him what kind in my next. I hear
nothing but Spanish or German any where around for the teachers here are
the only Americans in this place of 6,000 inhabitants.
You would be surprised at the immense amount of business transacted
here. The Jews are the merchants and some of them are worth a hundred
thousand dollars. Z8 There are four stores, one carries a stock of $50,000, last
year they sold 5,oooshawls, so they tell me. you know the Mexican women
do not wear hats but throw a shawl over their heads. Oh! the horrid looking
"animals!" I just wish you could see this town every single building is of
adobe or mud, but some of them are fixed up elegantly inside. I was in one
last night. They had a brussels carpet very much like ours, lace curtains and
handsome plush furniture. I would not like to live in any other kind of a
house here on account of the wind and cold. The walls are from two to
three feet thick. The people are getting to have windows and doors as it is
"becoming more stylish!" What seems so queer to me is the pateo or plazita
a yard in the middle of each house, every house without exception has one.
It is now the Mexican harvest time. I know you would eat the grain with
a relish (!) if you could see the process it undergoes. I know you could not
resist a piece of native bread-its good! yum! yum! as to color it is nearly
black and don't ask if there is much sand in it. The natives are gathering in
their chili or red peppers, cutting pumpkin in slices & drying it [pumpkin]
first stringing it then handing it over the mud walls, they serve their meat up
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in the same manner, one can see whole strings of it along the side of the
house. They ripen pumpkins by pulling them & sticking them on stakes in
the sun.
The threshing is done here as it used to be done long ago in Palestine.
All the grain is cut with an old fashioned cradle then stacked & then the
owner gets a herd of some hundred sheep, goats or burro's and they walk
round & round the stack tramping out the grain, so clean isn't it! When that
is done, the native throws the straw in the air to remove the grain. The grain
is then seifted in a very unique looking seive carried to the river or nearest
ditch (of which there is one every few yards for the country has to be irrigated) and washed by letting the water run through it in baskets, it is then
spread out in the sun on bed quilts or anything to dry, then taken into the
house. I saw one "bed room" with the floor covered Y2 foot deep with wheat,
bed bugs etc. had a good chance at it. They (the natives) grind it between
stones in some cases but they geperally take it to a very primitive looking
mill. Another queer thing is to see the little burro's, they are so small, but
are made to carry immense loads of wood which the wood chopper ties in
packs on their backs. I am going to ride one this. afternoon perhaps.
I gathered some specimens yesterday up on the mountains of mica &
iron, we were hunting for garnets of which there are quite a number found
but we did not get high enough. I have some however.
When I get settled I want you to send me that dress of Mrs Field's it is just
what I need, and I ought to have heavier shoes. I wore those I had this
summer through in Vegas. however don't send until I tell you. I am wearing
those McGann shoes & they are just the kind needed here.
By the way, I was expecting after all to go to Rio Colorado tomorrow but
last night Mr Fraser wrote and told Mr Phillips that he would see about
reopening the school at Glorietta near Vegas on the R'y [railway]. if! would
accept it. I will know tonight. I imagine Mr Fraser wants to keep me near so
I can take Vegas in the Spring if there is an opening. but dont say anything
about it to anyone out here.
Mr Phillips thinks Papa will be rather taken back when he receives his
letter, but he says he always endeavors to picture the worst at first so one will
have an idea what they are coming to. Mr. Phillips thinks all the mistake is
that the board still think he has his former field over the mountain. but he
recently gave that up. I showed him my letters & he says I am all right and
that as I was s~nt to him at Mora it is my place to stay here until matters are
further developed. I am getting acquainted & feel quite at home. Mr Phillips
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ate some of my biscuit & cookies & says if I didn't get a school he would
recommend me as cook. He is real full of fun. I like him so much. He has
been twelve years in Yucatan and Mexico City, Old Mexico. Mrs Phillips
has struck up quite a friendship, she is from Ottawa Ill[inoi]s. She wishes
they would get word the other teacher will not come so I can stay, but such
will not happen I guess.
I am glad I came out here and don't want to ever go to Ill[inoi]s. to live
again. I was pretty blue the morning I wrote to you but haven't felt so since.
I wish you & papa would come to Las Vegas Hot Springs. I know you would
feel like different people, the water is boiling hot & has great medicinal
qualities. I drank two cups of it, it tastes of bromide & sulphur. It takes
money to go there though. 29 I guess you better still direct to Mr Fraser Las
Vegas & he can forward my mail. I wish I could hear the cars it seems so
lonesome. Tell papa not to go anywhere not on the R'y. I received his letter.
Love to all,
Anna.
Send me a good fine comb you can't get good ones here & I will have to be
on the guard. 30

[Anna McKee to Winnie McKeej3I
Ranchos de Taos N. Mex. 32
Sunday, 19 October [1884]
Tell me how long it took this letter to go
Dear Winnie: 33
Why in the world don't you write? Here I am out here on the verge of
civilization, with only three other Americans in town.
This place, Taos proper, is divided into three Plaza's or towns and altogether has 8000 inhabitants. 34 Only seven families ofthis number are Americans so just imagine what a frontier we are on.
Just imagine our consternation this morning. Alice Hyson, (my assistant
teacher, from York, Penn[sylvani]a.) and I were writing when we heard a
noise, we looked out and saw, not bears, but three buggies filled with gentlemen, who came down from Fernandez de Taos to call on us. just imagine
how we felt, there were only seven young gentlemen. You see we are the
only young ladies in all Taos so we are well appreciated. We had only two
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chairs so we had to seat them on the bed
and on store boxes. They were all nice
looking and quite "tony."35
I must tell you how we live. We could
not obtain board for Mr. Gusdorf (my big
brother) has the only American family in
town & he has more boarders now than
he wants so we had to rent two rooms from
a Mexican. 36 They are quite pleasant for a
native house. Of course, the house is a
flat mud roofed "adobe" the walls are two
feet thick (solid mud) and such nice (?)
mud floors as we have, not at all dusty (!).
We bought some native carpet for our
"parlor," and as we put lots of hay under,
it is quite comfortable. Our centre table
is a big stove box and I covered it with my ALICE HYSON, ASSISTANT TO ANNA
brown shawl & stuck out some of the pic- MCKEE, 1884-1885
tures from "my box." I put my books up (Photograph courtesy Walter and
on a mud shelf. Tell you we are fixed up Anna McKee Halsey Collection,
in style. We have a curious mud fire place, University Archives, University
can't build a decent fire in it yet. (Say, Library, University of Nebraska at
everything is made of mud in this coun- Omaha)
try; the people even look muddy, for they are the color, let us see! -of new
leather or molasses.) We nailed some coffee sacking down on our kitchen
floor, one advantage we don't need to scrub in this country. I got a kitchen
stove from St Louis the other day, paid $26 for it, only nine dollars freight
from there. It is very small but does us. Alice bought the bed, chairs etc.
We have been living on "starvation grub" this week, as we could not get
any meat, butter or lard in town. We took our meals last week at Gusdorf's,
they set a splendid table, have a regular Mexican (man) cook. They pay him
$40 a month. Tonight we were out walking & Mr. G. asked us in to supper. I was glad for I had nothing to eat today but [a] cup of coffee, egg with
salt dry bread & some crackers. We had no dinner. Actually I am afraid I'll
starve myself to death in this country. I am too tired to cook after school.
We can't get any milk, only goats milk & you couldn't hire me to use that.
We cooked a while at our fire place Mexican style, but we burned ourselves too bad.
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I am principal of the school here, ("immense" business!). We have only
24 pupils now but will have 75 in a short while. We have one apache indian
boy, actually he is half naked. wish we could get some missionary society to
make him some clothes.
The children are very obedient, but learn so slowly you see we can't
understand each other well. Every one here speaks Spanish.
There is a Pueblo Indian town near here. 37 Indians pass our door every
day even come up & look in the window and grunt. Yesterday I went out &
spoke to one "Noble Red" (!) who with his rather pretty painted squaw were
driving two burro's past loaded with wheat, & an eagle or part of one which
the indian told me he had killed. I can understand them a little. I told him
it was "muy buenito y grande," (very large & pretty). he seemed so pleased,
grunted & said "si, si, Senorita" (yes, yes, Miss). The indian had part of a
dirty white shirt on, leather skins for pants & shoes (the shoes have no soles,
the skins are just sewed up to fit) and a bright red blanket. He had painted
his cheeks a brilliant red, and with his shaggy black hair was quite a spectacle. The woman was fixed up in tassels a blanket, [and a] short calico
dress. It only takes four yards to mak[e] them a whole dress so you can
imagine the effect. I have just sat & laughed at them until I was tired. I am
surprised that they didn't scare me when they looked in the window. I did
feel a little queer, but have seen so much & undergone so much in this
country that nothing surprises me any more. I feel as ifI were on some other
planet. every thing is so totally different from civilization. One imagines
themselves back before the Christian Era. They have not advanced very
much since then, indeed they seem to have degenerated. Here we see them
thrashing as they did in the time of Abraham, the women carry jars of water
& other burdens on their heads. The people have no chairs, but sit and eat
off of the mud floor.
Really in novels one acquires rather a romantic idea of these people, but
when one comes in contact with them it is decidedly more pathetic than
poetic. The Catholic Plies~s have had cOlihol OvCl ~hese ~elli[ied mexieam
[01 so lIIallY celI~U1ies ~ha~ i~ is leally 110 WOlIdCl ~hey ale iII such a deplOlable cOlidiholi. Some day I will tell you about the 1200 Penitentes here &
the Pueblo Indians who had a grand war dance here last week. Did I tell
you about my trip across the Rock Mts.? I have so many correspondents that
I forget what I have told. I came over with Mr. Gusdorf from Mora, we had
a most delightful ride of 55 miles over the mts. We camped out, heard bears,
saw deers & badgers, etc. We crossed the mountains above timber line 11000
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ft. above sea. Could hardly keep my breath. had a delightful view of country
& mts. Saw lots of last years snow. I drove the last 27 miles, am the first

woman or girl who has had courage to drive down those mts. One place we
drove 2 miles around a perfect "U S" at an angle of 45° down the mt. 38 I
drove the horses down that myself. The people here think it was a wonderful feat, for everyone generally gets out & walks there. just six inches would
have thrown us over a precipice 500 ft. down. It was so hard to hold the
horses that my arms were actually black and blue. People think I was wonderfully brave & it has come out in some of the papers. It is lots of fun to
camp out in the wild mountains. J9 There is lots of gold, silver & copper
around here. We are near the Rio Grande River, when I used to study about
that at school, never imagined I would ever see it. We are in the old hunting
grounds of the Apaches & Utes, some of the fiercest indians however they
were removed three years ago to Reservations. Now girls do write to me
once a week. We are so far from Railroad that we only get mail triweekly.
Don't let anyone see my scribble you can tell them if you want to.
Affectionately
Anna McKee

[Anna McKee to Sarah McKee]
Ranchos de Taos or EI RanchQ de Taos. "Greaser" land
Sunday [26 October] 1884
My dearest Mamma:
Your letter received with Papa's. I have received two others only from
you. It's a wonder I get any mail my address has been changed so much.
However the mail for Fernandez has to stop here, so that is all O. K.
I am all out of sorts this A.M. I couldn't get the fire built until 10 o'clock (we
didn't get up till nearly 9). it just kept going out all the time, then my wisdom
tooth is gathering and is ulcerated and my throat isn't so very well, and it's so
cold, etc, etc, etc, etc and it's beginning to snow. Still I don't wish I was back
in Arlington. I feel perfectly satisfied out here, for I don't think I would have
been permitted to come if it hadn't been decreed and for the best.
Guess I have got into work. Am busy all the time and do get so tired.
However we let the "fancy" house work slip. Miss Brown wanted us to take
a girl to work for board and school, a nice American, about 15, whose mother,
a poor, poor white person of a better class, is going to teach up in the wilds
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where I was intended for. (Gusdorf said my life would not have been safe
there. He has been shot at lots of times and had the house burned he was in
up there). But this woman can stand it for she's used to it. Her daughter will
have to go some where. Guess they (Miss B.) won't like it 'cause we didn't
take her. Butwe had no bedding and she couldn't live on our slim diet and
do without breakfast as often as we do. She would have done our work for
her board.
Alice and I are chips off the same block. She is just exactly like me, don't
care for breakfast, likes to sleep etc, so we get along fine. Only she has got
more determination than I have, 'cause she can say "no" & stick to it when
the poor little Mexicans come to borrow. I would rather let them have and
do without myself. The other day little Charlie Hammer that consumptive
boy, came for a little lard to fry tortillas, but she wouldn't let him have it
'cause Miss B. says if we begin they will worry us to death. Senorita
Mondragon often comes in to borrow but I say "no intiende" (I don't understand) and remain in blissful ignorance of what she wants, although I do
know sometimes. But Miss B. said to let them think we did not know.
I guess I wouldn't look whether the dishes were dirty or not ifI could get
a good dinner at home. Of course, we have plenty to eat now but no variety.
I got an extra supper tonight 'cause it's Sunday. We had splendid bread and
dry toast, fried onions and potatoes, a "sort of' tea, boiled rice, with only
sugar and "mighty" glad to get that, and sliced onions. I really and honestly
enjoyed it better than some fine dinners at home, ifI did have to set our nice
glass butter dish on empty to remind us "of what might have been." Winnie
writes wishing for cake, how funny, wouldn't I be glad to have what she has
without cake. I don't expect to see that in this country. If you send a box I
wish you would slip one in. Guess a fruitcake would keep. I had such good
luck with my bread, it is so nice.
Mr. G. has a bill in for 200 lbs. of butter from Kansas. guess it will come
before November. We had half a pound ofsomething called butter last week.
Alice and I were just planning when Papa's letter came to send to her folks
who are farmers in P[ennsylvani]a. & have them send a box C. O. D. containing some butter, apple butter etc, some ham and salt pork and lard etc.
she didn't know whether they could do it or not any way they couldn't until
Feb. or M'ch. So I do wish we could get something from Princeton. We
have to pay so high here. Wonder if some packed butter and lard could not
be sent. (can nearly smell this lard over at Mora!!). And a smoked ham or
two & some tea that does not taste like hay. Wish we had some of your
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pickles and jelly. Please don't mention any more the fact that there is anything good to eat "in the States," we want to forget. "Ignorance is bliss" you
know. If you send anything, please don't forget to put in a bucketful of condensed well-water. I don't relish ditch water, in which people do their laundry work. mostly we send to headquarters, a sort ofspring, and get our water,
it is passable.
Well, to come down to sober earnest, it would be real nice to get a box,
but I hate the idea of Princeton folks sending it, providing they think of
doing so. If so will it be regarded as a "personal gift" or a missionary box? If
the latter I will have to report it to head quarters. as yet I can not tell what
my children need, clothes some must have. That N[ew].Y[ork]. [missionary] society dol es] more writing than anything else. so don't expect much or
anything for the children there. Some societies take a child or so and take
him through. $25 or $50 will support one for a year. We will need some
x'mas things but they ought to be shipped now. I can tell in my next what
they need after I have seen Hazlett, as I have to consult him first. 40
We are comfortably fixed in our rooms. Wish if they were sending us
anything we could get some red cotton flannel or equivalent to curtain our
window & door window, it would be warmer than our thin calico. It would
take about 11 yds. You needn't mention this if you don't want to.
We would like a table cover. Our table (?) in "the parlor" is a stove box.
I have my shawl on it now, but I need that.
We wouldn't refuse anything in the way of some colored table linen.
Cloth (1 liz yds. long) or a bedspread and comfortable, or even a (cheap)
blanket and a pair of sheets & pillowcases or some towels and a kitchen
apron or two. As to dishes we have three yellow bowls three cheap cups &
saucers, 3 plates, only one sauce dish broken sugar bowl, butter & jelly dish,
glass, and three iron knives & forks (borrowed from Miss Brown) and two or
three tin spoons. I am so glad I brought a knife fork & spoon, 'cause they
make things taste so much better than iron or tin. That little tin pail of mine
is so nice to cook rice in. We have lots of pots & kettles attached to stove.
Wish we could. get some carpet better than this. Of course we could
live this way & feel comfortable & satisfied but it would be so much
pleasanter to have a few more comforts. Wish we had some of your jelly &
butter. Wild Plums were the only thing we could get. Alice got some over
at the Indian Pueblo and used up a dollars worth of sugar on them & only
had a little butter & jelly. It came in right good now when we had not got
started to cooking.
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We make rice pancakes of water & are going to buy a can of syrup but
what we get here or at Mora hurt my mouth. We get Arbuckles coffee. it is
pretty good but we have to drink it clear. nothing but goat's milk & can't
get that.
We have fixed up our bed so it is real comfortable, guess it's because we
are used to it. I bought 25 cts worth of fat side meat (pickled) and only got as
much as we use at home at once. These stores just coin money (not from
the "Greasers" however). they get just what they want & sell it to suit themselves & we have to submit or do without. No there is no fruit here now of
any kind. Gusdorfhas some apples 8 cts. a lb. he gives us two or three nearly
every time we go down. Tomatoes can't be raised here, they only grow as
large as plums & seldom ripen. onions are the crop. they are immense,
some weigh as high as three lbs. a piece. they are cheap. Guess I will buy a
box of oatmeal, we like rice but it is so dry to eat by itself.
We wouldn't object either to some lemons and some reading books.
After all I don't much care only when I think about it whether you send
anything or not. I would feel satisfied to live just as we are for we could
stand it, if it is rather same. I feel first rate tonight and think I can do with
most anything. Fact is, we are so busy in school I don't trouble myself
about our rooms or eating only think when I am trying to cook out of such
a slim variety & manufacture dishes in my mind & when I am writing. My
"bark is worse than my bite." expect there are others who have not so
much as we have.
I would like to get a rocking chair Alice got one for $2.25, real substantia!. I get tired sitting on a store box or uncomfortable strait back chair, so
can't I invest. There is one advantage we can sell to our successor for she
will have to have things.
Mrs. Gusdorf has returned. I am glad for now there is one American
woman here. besides that Joplin M[iss]o[uri]. Affair, a typical Jemima COX. 41
As to staying 3 years. Alice & I will do it if nothing occurs any different
from now & we keep well. We are going to do something in the summer
either in Vegas or Santa Fe. We both have places there where we have been
invited to spend our vacations but we want to earn money. My tooth hurts
and as it is eleven o'clock I will retire.
Adios
With lots of love.
Anna.
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Don't hurry with the mittens I can do for a while. The stockings are so nice.
Now for some drawers for a "poor preachers" kid. Haven't found any thing
in my head yet. Alice & I comb sometimes twice a day. It just makes me
shiver to see the animals sailing unmolested over the glossy mane of the
"Greaser." They are "Greasers" and they term us "Gringo's." by Freight would
be the only way to send a box. Anything less or as much as 100 lbs. costs
$4.50 per 100 lbs. The cars (narrow gauge) run to Ambudo 35 miles down
on the Rio Grande. Gusdorf hauls from there always he would charge Yz
cent per lb. to deliver here. 42 Maybe goods if sent better be sent in his care to
Ambudo, (on Denver and Rio Grande R'y.) (via theA. T. and S. F. to Pueblo
Colo.) I can tell you more definitely next time. Have charges paid & never
send by express it would take a small fortune.
Wish you wouldn't worry about me. I am all O. K. & enjoy myself. I
write home often enough to let you know how I am & tell you just how
everything is.

[William McKee to Anna McKee]
[Arlington, Illinois]
[1 November 1884]
Dear Daughter:
I married a couple this evening & got $2.00. I sent the paper containing
your article to you at ms Mora in care of Mr. P. Such things are not forwarded. I shall send you a German Bible for Fritz if he will send stamps for
postage. 43 I sent you a German paper & tracts for him. I do not know whether
we can send a box or not. I think it will take time to get the matter started. In
making fire where you are you must take the thinness of the air into account, & concentrate the draft as much as possible on the ignited spot.
Always have your kindling split in very small pieces and dry, your wood also
dry. You do not say the trouble is in making fire in your cooking stove or
fireplace. If in the stove see that the pipe has no space around it where it
goes into the chimney. If it goes out of the roof have it high, the higher the
greater the draft. If in the fireplace have a sheet iron or something to put in
front of the fireplace a little above where the fire is[.] this will throw the
draft down over on the fire. You want all the oxygen you can get on the
flame. Be careful of your fire & lamp & don't burn your house & yourselves. Have a good supply of wood in a dry place for winter, & cut. Oak, or
any hard wood will keep fire on the hearth by putting ashes on it.
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WILLIAM B. MCKEE WITH DAUGHTERS WINNIE, HELEN', AND LIZZIE,
MCCUNE COUNTY, KANSAS,

1879

This image was most likely taken while Anna was attending Blair
Presbyterial Academy.

(Photograph courtesy Walter and Anna McKee Halsey Collection,
University Archives, University Library, University of Nebraska at
Omaha)

You are still sleepy headed in the morning. You better break this up at
once. You do wrong in going into the school on an empty stomach. You will
thus gradually lay the foundation for fever. If you only have a cup of warm
coffee it will be better than an empty stomach. Get things ready for your
breakfast in the evening. A little forethought will obviate every difficulty. If
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you have hard wood to keep fire, & dry wood to start with you certainly
need not be long in getting some breakfast. You ought to have graham &
use it in the morning. This will prevent constipation which guard against
with all care. Dried currents & dried apples you ought to have all the time .
. Mix them. If you eat pork cook it well & use acid fruit and pickles. Onions
and peppers will make good pickles. Get some vinegar. Eat all the onions
and Mexican peppers you can. Both are wholesome. You might get condensed milk. The merchant could order it. Or it could be sent by mail. See
that the spring is kept clean. Be careful of the water you drink. If you doubt
it, boil some in clean vessel & put it to cool & keep covered to drink. Boil it
thoroughly. You must guard against malaria. I shall send you some chipped
beef for relish. Can you not get beef? Can you not get game?
Does not your duties in the school require you both to be there? You
must do faithful work. Devise ways and means to do all the good you can. A
sewing circle, knitting, fancy work. Get the girls on Saturday for a little
while together to do something of the kind. A little at a time will tell. Have
the boys hair cut short, & the girl's shingled. You work for the future. Some'
of those children in your school may become great regenerators of their::,
people. Give yourself wholly to your work. Find your joy in it. Trust in God,
pray much. Be discreet, & you need not fear for results.
Mondragon means mountain dragon, does it not? Cannot Mr. Hazlett
tell him to be shorter in his sermons? Does he preach twice on Sabbath?',
How many hearers has he? Are all the natives Catholic? Has the priest a." .
large congregation? Are they Mexican? i.e, the priest?
I enjoyed your letter, and am glad you can interest the people in singing.
That is a good thing.
Gargle your throat with Kerosene or strong pepper tea.
I will inclose some golden seal. Take some of it when you go to bed. Put it
on your tongue dry and work it down- with the saliva. Take what would fill a
capsule, but not in one. Taken as I tell you will help your throat and stomach.
I sent you a package of S. S. papers. The girls are well. The Democrats
had a meeting here, & a man was killed.
I am glad election day is so near. I am tired so good by.

Aff
Father.
Don't spend too much time in letter writing.

.....,
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[Anna McKee to Winnie McKee)
You need not let anyone read this first part of my letter. Remember.
El Rancho de Taos, New Mexico
24 November 1884
Dear Winnie:
Your very welcome letter was received the other day, and I have actually
summoned up fortitude enough to undertake writing a reply to it. Really
you cannot imagine how weary I am of writing.... fully in your letter
writing just in the short time you have been at dear old Blair Hall. You will,
in a short time (poco tiempo) quite cast your elder sister's epistolary efforts
in the shade. But never mind I am already in close proximity to a veritable
"Shade." Compose yourself while I relate the fact that ... 44 giving day. Alice
and I are to remain there from Wednesday eve. until Monday morning.
However, I guess I will come back and teach on Friday for I do not like to
take so many vacations, as it is so difficult to fall back into the usual routine
of work.
You can not imagine what nice American society we have here, of course
there are only six or seven families that we associate with, but they are all
prominent people most of them being politically connected with government affairs. The Territorial delegate to congress lives here and there are
several prominent lawyers. 45 The Govenor comes up here quite often, and
the week I came, the neice of Isabella, Ex-Queen of Spain, was here with
her retinue. They gave her and the Govenor quite a grand reception.
This place, especially the plaza of Fernandez used to be immensely
wealthy. It was a great gambling resort and people have veritably carried
away whole "burro" loads of gold from here. This plaza is quite different
from Fernandez. here the population is almost exclusively of direct indian
descent, a mixture of either Pueblo, Apache or Navajoe blood with the Spanish Mexican, thus forming the "Greaser" of today, although I can not trace
the analogy of that word for this truly is not a "land of fat."
Speaking of the "Greaser" let me tell you something about him. (I do not
remember whether I have said anything about them to you or not, however,
ifI have I hope a repetition will not "bore" you). To begin with, he evidently
endeavors to adapt himself to his surroundings and render himself as inconspicuous as possible. His muddy countenance is decidedly the color of his
native soil, his garments are mud colored and he lives in a mud (adobe)
house. The "Greaser" has a constitutional aversion to water, and seems to
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take a special delight in dirt. The most impressive thing about him, except
his costume, is his odor. Words fail me here.
To continue about his garments, one is always struck with the idea that
they were made "too soon." Most of the men wear buckskin or ducking
breeches, a mere apology for a shirt and either a grimy blanket or coat of
some coarse material, sandals or homemade shoes held on by leather thongs
and a felt sombrero (hat) complete his attire. and he always manifests to
these a most affectionate attachment as long as the material holds out. His
"quenda espousa" or wife manifests the same noble disregard for dirt and is
even more simple in her attire. It only takes about five yards to make them
a dress, and they think with their relations, the indians, that it is a queer idea
we Americans have of buying goods and then cutting it up. She wears a plain
skirt over a cotton waist or chemise, then over this she wears a robozo or
shawl, a la Oriental, but one often sees them this cold weather even with
nothing but their chemise and skirt on. They very seldom wear stockings and
are satisfied with anything that can be worn slip shod fashion on the feet.
The Greasers, with their brown faces have beautiful black eyes, their hair
is long, black and coarse, his brow is low and, in fact, his whole face is flat
and he is too indolent to have much expression. They are very revengeful in
disposition, but their manners are delightfully polite.
Their chief aim seems to be to ape the Spanish hero, they do delight in
riding about on swift horses, and they do truly look picturesque when
mounted. with his flowing cloak, monstrous spurs and broad sombrero. Th~
children of these people are very bright looking and anxious to learn and it
seems hard that they will turn into such people as their parents. It is said
that a Mexican seldom dies, he dries up. Actually this seems true for the old
people look like peripatetic mummies.
Did I tell you about their funerals? Really they are quite ridiculous. When
a child dies the mother carries the gorgeously decorated green coffin open
on her head. a priest heads the procession chanting in a doleful manner
and about a dozen women with their black shawls over their heads, with
one woman carrying the coffin lid. these wend their way to the church and
if the people are well off they are permitted to bury their dead inside the
church.
'
I went to High Mass last week in the Penitente Catholic church. 46 It is an
immense gloomy structure of the 16th century style and quite ancient, built
solely of adobe. they have no seats and when the people come they kneel
during the whole service on the cold mud floor with no one knows how
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many buried dead beneath them. Of course we stood up but I "nearly froze"
it was so cold. The priest is a French Jesuit and it is really wonderful the
power these avaricious and cunning fellows have on the terrified imaginations of these benighted people. Their religion is of a very sombre nature
and yet there is a good deal of the ridiculous mixed with itY
In Mora the priest charged a poor man $25 for saying mass for the soul of
his favorite mule which had died and, as the priest said, was suffering in
purgatory. This priest actually stood in the doors of the corrals and baptized
the sheep, hogs and other animals of some of his people. I could tell you lots
of things they do but want of time forbids. I am getting tired. The people in
Fernandez belong to another class, the majority are well educated and descendants of the Spanish and Portuguese. I visited at some of their homes,
which they have elegantly furnished. We spent one evening at Senor Don
Licinius Santiago Valdez' house. 4s They have a splendid piano, and some
very fine things in their house. There is to be a Spanish wedding soon. it is
so funny, the groom has to buy the complete trousseau for his bride from
stockings & shoes to bridal vail. Two or three young men who have been
recently married & have spent as much as $5,000 for their wedding. Of
course they give a big feast too and this costs something. The groom never
courts his sweetheart and never sees her alone, and it is thought dreadful if
a girl talks much to a boy. The groom picks out a girl that suits his fancy.
Then on elegant note paper (for they do things up in style) he addresses the
father of the girl and requests her hand. the father meditates on the matter 3
days, then, if it suits him, he answers in the affirmative. if not, he lets the
matter run on & the groom jumps at the conclusion that he is refused. One
man here has been refused only 27 times. Poor fellow! The young man that
ordered a trousseau the other day is going to have a fine affair. I am going to
the wedding. The girl is to have some elegant velvet and silk dresses. Her
bridal veil is to be of silk illusion. I am to have half a yard of it. Mr Gusdorf
has sent to New York for some of the things.
I just had a caller a very wealthy Spanish girl. She gave me some ancient
embroidery that came from Spain. It was on one of her ancestors satin dresses.
The lady "old dried up mummy" that lives in Kit Carson's house has only
108 silk, satin and velvet dresses and never wears one. She used to be quite a
belle in her youth & has some very elegant things. Some of these Spanish
Mexican girls are very beautiful, they all have perfectly "divine" eyes etc.
but as to character they have very little. That girl that called has just been
over to the Indian Pueblo to a wedding. She said it was so comical (we
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talked mostly through an interpreter). The bride was inveloped in a large
white sheet trimmed with wide coarse lace and with moccasins on her feet.
Her hair was profusely braided with many colors of germantown wool and
she had on earrings half a yard long. The groom was arrayed in a fiery red
blanket, buckskin breeches beaded and fringed and moccasins, and his
long black hair was ornamented with a wreath of beautiful maple leaves.
They had many kinds of little cakes made of hard dough and filled inside
with some kind of "hash." Of course they had a dance or "fandango" as
they call it here.
I am going over to the Pueblo some day with Mr. Shade then can tell you
more about it. I received Lizzie's letter this afternoon will answer soon. Did
you not receive that Prairie dog skin & my letter.
Alice sends love to you and says you are real good girls to write so often.
I will send you some stamps in my next. I just lost a quarters worth that you
might have had.
Don't say you never had a long letter from me. This is the third tonight
and I am "awfully" tired. Have 62 pupil[s]. 55 were in today and we only
have seating capacity for 35. imagine how my patience is tried. Well, buenas
noches, mi querida hermanna. Write soon.
Lovingly Anna McKee

[Anna McKee to Sarah McKee]
Taos, New Mexico
7 December 1884
Dear Mamma:
The box came last week. We had lots of fun opening it and enjoyed the
contents very much indeed.
Mr. Shade, a friend of mine and quite a prominent man, telegraphed
down to Embudo for it, and I received it a week sooner. He had it brought
up at his own expense. He is so kind to me and very attentive, and seems to
be very much in earnest. Oh! that butter is so good it fairly flies, we have had
pancakes & hot rolls. we are having too much to eat I am getting so fat that
I can hardly wear my black or blue flannel dresses & can just comfortably
get into my wine colored. I weigh nearly 150 pounds. guess I'll have to leave
this country it is too healthy, I only weighed
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when I left home.
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There is no sickness here now except a number of cases of malignant
typhoid fever, but I will not take that. Smallpox is not due for two years yet,
and the diptheria has not started in yet. Smallpox comes with terrible fatality every seven years. a favorite superstition is that it comes every seven years
when the pinon nuts come. They are so rich and the people eat so many. I
will enclose a few. They are the only kind of nut that grows here. That
fruitcake was splendid, I gave Dr. Rice & Mr. Shade & Mrs. Gusdorf a
piece when they were down. Mr. Shade was sick so I sent him up a piece
yesterday with Dr. Rice. 49 Alice had made some splendid rusk and we put
[in] some of that good butter and sent that too. expect they had some fun
over it. We thought we would return the favor, for when we were up in Taos
Mr. Shade gave us a lunch. we went down to the office for our mail and he
called us into the courthouse where he had pretzels, cheese, and pared
apples stuck on sticks for us. We had so much fun. Shade & I have the
reputation of being the heartiest eaters in the Valley & people when we go
out always nearly have a bunch of pretzels for us-so we have them. For a
standing joke we have them hanging up in our room.
The carpet is not large enough to cover our room but we will manage.
am glad the rag carpet came for Alice & I divided the school the other day

& she has a room with a mud floor & is afraid she will catch cold on the
bare floor so I will give her a piece. I have 50 scholars in our chapel & Alice
has the rest. we have 76. I only have sitting room for 35. Mr. Hazlett was in
the other day & said he would go crazy ifhe had to stay in there all day. I get
so nervous sometimes I can hardly stand it, then I get so mad because I do
not know enough Spanish to scold them real well. all I can say is mal
muchacho's sientisi, y no hablare por la poco tiempo (bad boys! sit down
etc.). I am quite delighted that I can understand so much. Well I haven't
said much about the box. Alice has exclaimed enough since it came. you
know when a thing suits me I don't say very much.
Our commissions came all right yesterday, just think, good news, we are
to have $500, sure & not have it the uncertain way Mrs. Haines said. so
The Priest has "sat down on us" he said he would excommunicate all
who sent their children to the schools in Taos & our children have the
dreadful sarcasm of "Protestante" hurled at them on all sides in Fernandez.
all is quiet down here yet & we have all our scholars. We called at the convent the other day on the Mother Superior a finely educated American &
were very cordially entertained. I told her on being asked how many pupils
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we had & I suppose they got roused up. The two priests are French Jesuits.
I will answer Papa's questions when I write to him.
You asked how we did the first night. well Alice had the bed fixed sort of
way with Mrs. Hazletts bedding. she gave me the one pillow & used her
corsets for her pillow. she 'had the carpet down & one chair & rocker, a few
dishes, one skillet & we cooked in the fireplace for a week except when we
ate at Cusdorfs. I didn't sleep a wink the first night was too excited. We
laughed & talked all night. Alice felt so relieved because I had come & felt
so relieved to get to a stopping place.
Am going to give Fritz the Bible on x'mas. Poor fellow he has not been
over for so long. he suffers so terribly with toothache.
Tell me how to make hop yeast. We will get some crushed cornmeal of
the indians. was out at the Pueblo the other eve again. Mr. Hazlett has been
teaching me to fire a rifle. the last time we tried I hit the mark every time.
We took the gun along the other day to hunt ducks but although we went
up the river several miles did not see one. Mr. Shade is going to take me out
to the Pueblo to the next fandango or dance & take me all through the
buildings as he has "carte blanche." wonder if I can climb the ladders &
crawl down the holes in the roofs. I never do go out riding alone with a
gentleman, it is not considered proper in this country. Society has altogether
different rules out here. they are much stricter yet the morality of the country is much worse.
Well I have had to stop writing for some Mexicans came in to have us
sing for them in English. they think our singing is lovely, just imagine. Alice
sings soprano & I sing alto.
Mr. Mondragon is at Mora now and another man from El Ranchito two
miles from here preached today.51 he came into night [in tonight] with his
wife & girl. his name is Senor Don Felice Cordova. Mrs. Mondragon & her
neice came tor 0] so we had quite a room fulJ.52 He belongs to the aristocracy
here. His wife is very pretty. they invited us to come & see them on Saturday
we said quisas (perhaps). I guess we'll go but he can only speak half a dozen
Eng[lish] words. We'll be treated to Mexican grub then for the first time. It
is a good thing we can understand some Spanish for we had no interpreter
tonight. He said, "Uds. viene mi casa en la Sabado, su tiene de Ud. no
eschuela en la dias." (You come to my house on Sat. for you have no school
then). I showed him your pictures, he said papa was "muy triste" (very sad).
they thought you were young looking to have so many children ....
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I want you to stop running your letters down, they are very interesting &
hardly any mistakes. Alice always wants me to read them, she enjoys them
so much. I have my "Mother Hubbard" on & we are the picture of comfort
with a blazing fire. 53 1 am tired so will stop.
Goodnight,
Anna.

[Anna McKee to Sarah McKee]54
Fernando de Taos, New Mexico
Christmas 1884
Dear Mamma:
Your letter came this noon with our long delayed mail. Long delayed
because there are three feet of snow on the R'y and they just got through
yesterday. Let me tell you now that if you don't hear from me you will know
we are blockaded. The snow in some of the canons to the north will drift
200 ft. and it is often twenty feet on a dead load. If anything happens if we
are snowed in you will be telegraphed to. You may get mail from me oftener
than 1 hear from you for the mail is often taken South and sent around that
way but of course we could not receive it that way. Such a pile of mail as
Alice Mr. Shade & I did get today. We Americans were all at Mr Gusdorfs to
dinner today when it came in and of course the Taos mail was stopped &
their letters taken out. We have just had a magnificent time. Alice & 1 have
just been saying that we expected you folks at home were pitying we poor
homeless friendless waifs, while maybe we were having a better time than
even you were. Our dinner was a grand piece of culinary art. Mrs. G. is very
tony & does things up in No 1 style. The table was elegantly set with china
and silver. We had turkeys both wild & tame, roast pork, (soup first) peas,
corn, potatoes, beets, oyster fricassee, pickles, cold slaw, half dozen kinds of
preserves & jellies, cranberries. For dessert we had lemon & apples (I baked
the latter) chocolate custard, coffee oranges & apples (cigars) and six kinds
of cakes.
You would laugh to see the presents we have been receiving from the
Mexicanos for the last three days. This morning Fritz sent us over two chairs
as presents. Mrs. Gusdorf gave me a handsome white woolen scarf (worth
$2.15). Mr Shade gave me a little silver pin just as old as I am and a very pretty
stamped tidy & set of doylies to embroider. Alice gave me a handsome volume
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of Owen Merediths poems and Mrs Anderson gave us a large cocoa nut
cake & Miss Brown a very pretty fringed card. Mr Shade gave me several
cards too. The young natives commenced knocking at our doors at six this
A.M.

asking for presents. 55 We paid no attention to them.

Last night was a sight worth seeing, every five feet on every street were
built bone [bon] fires of pine knots, then the natives, about 300, formed into
line & took out their saints & marched all around firing off guns and stopping every five minutes to pray. every time they turned the saints they shot
off their guns. We were scared & went over to the Plaza to Gusdorfs. They
[the Hispanos] had a fire in front of our door & I shouldn't wonder if they
stopped there to send the evil spirits away. It was actually beautiful to see the
fires all in rows away up to the mountains. They kept up a commotion all
night nearly. Alice & I had so much fun we hung 28 stockings & didn't get
a "blame thing" guess they don't have Santa Claus in N. M.
We came over here tonight to spend our vacation at Hazletts. They had a
grand ball here tonight among the Spanish Aristocracy. Alice & I received
elegant invitations all done up in gilt letters. Mr Shade & Adolph Gusdorf
wanted Alice & I to accept & go & look on. Mr. Hazlett thought it would be
all right considering it among the curiosities of this country for us to go &
look on so we all six went and stayed ten minutes. It was truly a sight. Some
of the young Spanish gentlemen who sent us invitations wanted us to dance
but we did not. This class of people are different from "Greasers." I was
impressed to see such elegant dresses-silks, satin, & velvets, and what beauties some of the girls were. The men are handsome too. The girls were so
painted & powdered that they looked like Americans when one did not
examine their features closely.
The Indians had a dance today at the Pueblo. They called it a Deer
dance. The Indians all dressed up in deer skins & then they were hunted &
killed (in play) to music with minature guns. We have been invited to meet
the Congressional Delegate from New Mex. on Sat. he will address the
people at the "Kit Carson" meeting on the 28 th .
It is nearly two o'clock A.M. so I am tired. The dance is just over for the
people are returning. The last time I wrote home it was this late. I have just
made out my report & sent a letter to the "Board."
Good night & love to all
Anna McKee
Going to have venison for breakfast.
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[Anna McKee to Winnie McKee]
If you let anyone read this letter I'll never write you another. Mind I want
you to burn it all.
"The Ranch" -N. M.

3 Jan[uary] 188 5
Dear Winnie:
Your letter rec'd while in Fernandez. Am delighted to know that you and
Bess are spending such a delightful time during the holidays.56
Yes the pinon nuts are good to eat. Did Lizzie get that money.
I received some very nice presents on x'mas from my friends here, am
to [0] tired to begin to tell you what all I did get.
We had a most delightful time. We Americans all took dinner at Gusdorfs,
wish you could have seen what a "tony" meal we had, wild turkeys, venison
etc in abundance (we nearly live on the latter now). In the eve, we all went
up to Taos and all went to a grand ball given by the aristocratic Mexicans.
Mr. Shade took me and Adolph Gusdorf took Alice. 57 Our minister & his
wife chaperoned us. It was such a curiosity, I wore my fawn colored dress to
dinner and in the eve. wore my new wine colored dress, a handsome white
shawl (a x-mas present) and Mr. Shades Seal skin cap. We only looked on a
few minutes then the boys took us up to Hazletts and Mrs. H. played while
we danced in the big hall. Such romping I never did see. Mr. Hazlett "cut
up" as bad as the rest of us. he is a pretty jolly minister. Shade was too
comical for anything. He and Alice were dancing a Mexican quadrille in
burlesque and the first thing we knew he was carrying her on his back. He
didn't seem much like the dignified lawyer he generally is. Guess we all left
our dignity at home. 58
The next day Alice and I spent in the Court House, at his [Shades's]
invitation. Etiquette is different out here & we are allowed more freedom.
We had a pleasant time looking over old deeds and manuscripts containing
interesting events during the war etc. Then we all made speeches & burlesqued every thing we could. In the evening we had callers. We called in
the aft[ernoon]. at the printing office & several other places of interest &
were caught in a snowstorm, you can imagine what a blizzard it was when
an inch fell in three minutes, you may imagine we went for the Shade's
office there, for we were in the Plaza near it. The next day after that we
"bummed" around some more. Alice took a walk of two miles I stayed at
home and had a grand quarrel with my "particular friend," you can imagine
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I stayed angry for about five minutes. 59 Dear me, I am such a goose I always
make up right away. Wish I could get real angry for once in my life and stay
so for a while.
Mr. H. went out hunting and killed a deer. In the aft. I went down & had
a nice long talk with Mr. McClure. 60 he is a delightful gentleman. Started
for Michigan yesterday to bring his wife. He may stop to see papa, ifhe goes
on the C. B. & I. [Chicago Bridge and Ironworks]
The next day was Sunday. A monument was erected over Kit Carson's
grave, it was given by Senator Dorsey.61 we expected both he and Bob Ingersol
but as they didn't come Col. Fletcher from Santa Fe made the address & it
was interpreted into Spanish by our delegate to Congress, Senor Antonio
Joseph. 62 I spent the afternoon in the company of both these gentlemen.
Alice came home in the eve. I stayed and on Monday made Mrs. H. a velvet
bonnet like mine. in the eve we had callers. on Tuesdaywe called on some
Spanish young ladies & in the eve had a birthday surprise party for Mr. H.
had an elegant time. Next day we slept till nearly noon, then Mr. Hazlett
and I took a walk and got our mail, I received six letters & some beautiful
x'mas cards. Received invitation tambien [also] to an official ball for Ne~
Years Eve. wish you could see them they are so pretty. Heavy pink card
board with design & writing of the programme all in gilt Spanish letters &
the whole was tied together with white satin ribbon. It cost a hundred dollars to get up the ball. there were only 90 invited guests.
Of course we did not go, but Alice and I came home and such a time as
we had. Our oldest scholar was to be married and we had received invitation in Spanish. His name is Senor BIas Salazar & his bride is Senorita
Luisa Strock. We dressed in our best "bib and tucker" and went. Jacobo
Mondragon took Alice & I went with Friedrich Ringe. we "nearly expired"
the whole affair was tor 0] ludicrous for anything. as good as a circus, indeed
much better. the bride, a perfect beauty really, was dressed tor 0] absurdly
for anything. She wore white beautiful jewelry & a long veil but was bedecked with red bows and crimson flowers. We went to the house, the groom
came down from the ball room to receive us, for you know it is an immense
honor for Americans to attend their fandango's.
We were treated to excellent wine, cookies a la Mexicano raisins & ancient candy. The house had only mud floor & the tables had no cloth, our
wine was served in black bottles, one at each plate. Alice and I congratulated BIas & he answered our speech with an "all right." you may believe we
had hard work to keep from laughing in his face. He is learning English
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rapidly. He then went up to the ball room, a mud floored affair. "This beat
a circus," about 200 were present. Men women girls & boys nearly all smoking abominable cigarettes. we stayed until nine o'clock had several invitations to dance. wish you could see them dance. They are grace personified
even old old men fly around. They have some beautiful dances, but some
wretched music. We went with the bridal couple to the house for refreshments. we had to eat in the bed room & while we were all in there with Yz
doz. men around she changed her dress. right before us all, & put on a
purple silk. Alice and I nearly exploded but the natives take no notice of
such performances they are so accustomed to it. Alice & I do have such
hard work to keep our face straight.
On New Year's we returned to Taos and had a x'mas tree. It was belated
because we hadn't had mail for so long. There was nearly 30 ft. of snow on
the R'y in some of the cuts and they had to blast it out with giant powder. we
will only get mail once in a while now. I got a package of saur Kraut on the
tree & Alice an old miner's cap. we have a joke about them & that's the
reason we rec'd such affairs. We came home that night and nearly froze to
death. Last night a crowd of 20 young folks came down & had a party here
in our house. they like us girls so much that they all want to come down.
Several gentlemen told me last night that they never had such enjoyable
social times until Hazletts & Alice & I came.
They stayed down here until Yz past one o'clock. We all had an immense
time, everyone said they enjoyed themselves so much. I baked a cocoanut
and chocolate cake, they were splendid. Albert Muller a young millionaire
from Taos & Govenor Bent's grandson helped me wait on the crowd. G3 The
two boys made the coffee, it was so good. Charlie dressed up in my Mother
Hubbard & put on my broad rimmed hat. 64 Albert put on one of my big
aprons, he is such an esthetic youth. I was surprised when he said he wanted
to make the coffee. He is half Spanish and the handsomest young man I
ever saw. An elegant musician too. We fixed our two rooms up nicely & had
the organ brought in. Mrs. Hazlett is a graduate of Philadelphia Conservatory of Music & she played a great deal for us. We played all sorts of games
& tricks. We were all so well acquainted & they all felt so much at home
that they enjoyed themselves doubly. about half the number were Spanish
but they all understood Eng. some could not talk it though. Today we have
been cleaning up & had some Mexicans in to dinner. so this is the way we
spent our vacation out in New Mexico. I'll never forget it. Now we have to
assume our dignity & be sober school marms again.
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Mind don't let anyone read this. Let them post pone your reading until
another time & then I will have the leisure to write you something to read.
Have 12 more letters to write for next mail. I send an old tintype of me. It is
all hands. Send it back. Mind & I'll get some cabinets taken in Santa Fe in
April & will send one. Get your pictures taken & send them to me.
Write soon.
Anna.

[Anna McKee to Sarah McKee]
El Rancho de Taos N. Mexico
Thursday [15 January 1885]
Dear Mamma:
The mail came into day for the first time since Saturday. It has been
snowing all day long so hard that we could scarcely see across the street.
Alice scolds all the time because it is so cold, but I think it is just comfortable since I am used to the climate.
We took tea last night at Gusdorfs. He had just returned from Santa Fe &
brought a lot of fresh oysters. 65 We do live well but it all comes in a bunch &
between times we have to live on wind and imagination. The store is out of
butter eggs sugar vinegar crackers & nearly everything we happen to want.
A box of grub as large as mine nearly was sent to Alice from her cousins but
it was sent to Santa Fe by mistake. I wish it was here for we have had nothing
but dry bread fried potatoes and mush & [mo]'lasses for the last two weeks
& I'm getting tired. Sat. we didn't get any grub until 4 P.M. & on Sun. till 1
P.M. I can do without our eating & never mind it only when I get in the
notion then I want it. Oh, yes we had "jerked" buffalo steak, at least I tried to
eat some for dinner & it was like chips. I'll send you sofie of it. take a piece
down to "the Aunties" in Princeton with my compliments & a set of false
teeth to masticate it. Eat it as it is or cook it with "chili" (red peppers). it was
killed by the uncle of one of my kids on the "Llano Estacado" or Great
Staked Plains south East of here.
.Did you get those handkerchiefs I sent to Helen.
I don't feel like writing much tonight, I am all out of sorts & so is Alice. I
wish I had some one to "pitch in" to.
Alice is writing to Dr. John Halls church they keep two of our scholars. I
got on my ear & would not write. 66 Alice is so funny sometimes. [S]till I like
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her and we get along well together. but she is so set in her ways & just pulls
in another direction from what I do. 67 Don't say anything about this when
you write for she always reads your letters.
I guess Hazlett is going to get left in the long run. I don't like him so
much anymore.
Here is a secret. I just had a letter from Mrs. Phillips & you know they
always say that I must live with them when they go back to the states. She
says if they remain another year that they want me to come there next year
and teach in the boarding school. Mind this is to be kept quiet in these
regIOns....
Goodnight. Lovingly
Anna.
Alice says we've made [a] new rule. we get up late & go to bed late too. Over
a foot of snow on the ground now.

[Anna McKee to Sarah and William McKee]
Rec'd the check. This letter is to make up for lost time. if it is too long you
need not read it.
Beulah Land 68
Rancho de Taos, N. Mex

1 March 1885.
Dear Mamma and Papa:
Received your letters today. Am so glad that you have finally got away
from A. Can imagine how very surprised the people must have been. Guess
they imagined you were booked for Arlington for awhile. 69
I am so tired I can hardly write. We had a womcm (peon=) slave here
cleaning house all day yesterday and baked besides. We had our walls all
whitened kitchen & floor re"mud"ed carpets shaken etc. guess we had the
dirtiest casa in the Ranch. we have such an amount of "stuff" collected. We
paid the woman 50 cts & gave 50 cts for the tierra blanca & gave her myoId
brown dress, and a pair of old shoes. she is only half clad. We will get two
boxes tomorrow from Dr. Hall's church for our children and I will give her
some more things. Another church in New York have written to me about
our school.
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this A.M. and are so used up we can

scarcely walk & yet we are not near done. sore throat too. Mrs. G. came over
and bustled us over to her house to dinner & then this aft. took us out riding
to the Hot Springs (the ride did us an immense amount of good). I wish you
could see them. Their medicinal qualities are better than those in Las Vegas. In a few months Gusdorfs will take their tent up & then we will go every
to bathe. it is only 3 miles summer and winter within a few feet of each
other. around the springs the grass and clover are as green while on-the

A.M.

nearby is nearly a foot of snow. they are right up in the mountains & the
water bubbles up nearly boiling hot they have a very pleasant but strong
sulphur taste. I send you some of the grass.
We have delightful weather the snow is nearly all gone even from the
lower mts. The roads here dry up in two or three days. People have been
making garden nearly all week. Our older scholars are leaving for the sheep
ranches up near the Colorado line.
I have just come in from doctoring a sick old woman. I received many
"gracias maestra" (thanks teacher). I rubbed the brown old mummy with
paps panacea vinegar, mustard & chili (red pepper) until she was fairly crimson then put hot glycerine in her ear on cotton and gave her a hot drink of
thyme tea. dry remedies did marvels. Guess I made a friend by it any way for
she wasn't over gracious before. Sometimes I wish I didn't understand so
much Spanish it is not always convenient.
I received the corsets shoes etc. all O. K. They are muy bien.
The Penitentes are holding forth now. It is a regular Inquisition. I can't
begin to tell you how fearfully horrible their programme is. Ash Friday was
their first appearance, and as a party of young folks from Taos came down
and in honor ofAlice's birthday we went out in the Plaza by Gusdorfs house
to see the procession. First came the leader then the flute player and the
"companero's" all chanting the most weird songs. then came the cross bearers dragging immense green wood crosses heavier than two men can comfortably lift, each man drags one on his hands & and knees. then come the
novices lashing themselves. this last is the most terrible, the men wear nothing at all but white muslin drawers. they use rough stones and pieces of
ragged glass and cut three long gashes down their backs. then they have
thongs as broad as your hand made of braided reeds. this they lash first over
one shoulder & then the other, keeping regular time, like a clock pendulum. their back is one mass of blood and lacerated flesh, and I have seen the
blood running down their pants & out at the heels.
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Last night after school Mondragons came in to tell us to come out & see
them. He [Jose Domingo Mondragon] was once one of their important
leaders. We climbed up a ladder to the roof of our house and saw a man
who had walked three miles keeping up this lashing. 3 men were in front
singing & 2 behind carrying a serapa [serape] or blanket to carry him in ifhe
fainted which they often do. they got around the llano and another man
father of one of our girls came up & kissed his feet. This was this man's first
time and he just fairly staggered the blood just poured down his back.
Of course these Penitentes all wear black masks & no one knows them.
some of our pupils I think are among them, even the leaders stoutly deny &
sneer if accused ofbeing one. The Preacher or priest of them Lorenzo Lovato
is one of my best friends & sends his little boys to me. There are only 2000
of them here. We wanted to go into the church but they wouldn't let us. so
Hazlett & all of us went to look at their crosses. this was a great desecration
but we did not know it. Next morning they sent word to me to tell those
"Gringos" (slang for American) next time they would stone us & kill us.
They told Gusdorf they would prosecute all us "Protestantes" next time. We
just want them to dare lift a finger & just that soon a petition goes in to the
Governor for a force of soldiers. then their "goose will be cooked" in Taos
Valley. We are going to their church Holy Week & will see if they dare
touch liS.
Next Friday Eve Alice & I are going to disguise ourselves as Mexicans &
go with Mondragons up on the mt. to their Calvaria [site of cross]. Only six
women here whip themselves but they all undergo minor tortures. for instance wearing tacks in their shoes etc. we will soon see men with immense
bunches of cactus tied to his [their] bare skin before and behind with a
heavy stone on top. they often die from the effects of the thorns entering the
flesh. other men tie rows of swords around their naked waists while others
are bound to crosses with swords tied to their waists & the points resting on
their hips. they keep these performances up for forty days. Many die and
they are always accompanied by friends who carry blankets to put them in
when they faint.
I forgot to mention that the term of initiation is 8 years, five lashing and
three cross bearing. then they are admitted as "companero's" & are through
torturing themselves & I presume are in daily expectation of "seeing their
wings sprout" for their sins are all propitiated. The scenes in the church
Friday Eve's are horrible & increase until Easter week when the climax is
reached by the enacting ofTenebris or the Judgment scene. When they get
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to the church plaza they all get down on hands & knees & drag themselves
into the church. 70 then they always have a great number of candles and as
they come in one by one & chanting a verse a candle is blown out each
time until all but two or three are out. all this time the two bells are hammered with triangles or stones for they have no clappers (the church is 150
yrs. old). then they all commence to lash & on Easter Friday the noise is
louder than the, most terrible thunder & they have lights to imitate lightning & everything. the noise is made with an immense wind machine log
chains & lashing & several other things.
Some of the Penitentes die right in the church & they just dig holes in
the floor & bury them right there. That reminds me of the funeral of one of
their prominent men this week. he was related in some way or other to
nearly all our scholars & was the uncle-in-law (?) of two of our Americans.
Even these two Missourians are suspected of being Penitentes. The
Pen[itentes]. are somewhat after the style of Masons in providing for the
sick etc. 7!
This man died (Julien Lovato) and then they all met in his house & Mr.
Hazlett said he never saw such horrible proceedings. the house was new &,
they whipped themselves so terribly that the new pine ceiling is splattered
from one end to the other thick with human blood. The next night they
took the corpse ih upright posture to the church & all whipped themselves
there & some slispect they even whipped the corpse. they then took it back
& next morning after pounding the church bells for a couple of hours the
Padre from Taos came down & had the funeral.
The Francescan priests are against the Penitentes but these Jesuits encourage them. 72 The last Padre was a Francescan but as he would not permit
themto come into the church he had to skip & I guess Padre Jose is more to
their taste. He is a very pleasant French man, but stands around too much
in Adolph Gusdorf's store and likes to drink.
We have had many parties this winter bringing the higher classes of
Mexicans & Americans together. Mrs. Hazlett & I started them and now
the Priest told all the people if they wanted to go to the D[evil]. to come &
join us Presbyterians & gave them the choice to become Protestants or stay
as they are. He said if they ever joined us again he would damn & excommunicate them. This takes away a number of our semi-American families.
What is the use any way of these people turning Protestants for every time
just as soon as they think they are going to die they send for the padre and are
given Catholic burial and they all with out fail go to him to be married.
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I want you to do one thing now sure; if you don't I will not like it a bit,
and that is to take that money papa put in the bank for me or its equivalent
and get yourself a nice Spring wrap and hat and if there is not enough let
me know & I will send more. I intended sending you about $20.00 for yourself alone as soon as my next money came (due in two weeks) but you must
take it now & look a little like something when you go to a new place. I have
$16 in gold and about $6. 00 other dollars left to run me awhile.
Mrs Gregory says they will expect me without fail next year. 73 What shall
I write her. I am only half in the notion. The Board of directors "will give
me an opportunity to show what I can do" & wants me to study up in vacation. she said to apologize to Papa for her not writing as her father died
recently, & that they will not forget about Henry & hopes he will be able to
enter next falJ.74 I believe I hardly could stand civilized life now I like to
rough it. it is exciting & I have no desire to come back to the states & settle
down. I just couldn't do it I don't think. I don't want to teach the other side
of the mts. its too civilized, dusty, windy, gossipy and so forth for me.
Lovingly
Anna.

I am not so far out of the world now since the snow is gone. Only 35 miles to
R'y & that's just a very short distance in this country oflong distances. I am
satisfied.
[Anna McKee to William ¥cKee]
EI Rancho de Taos, New Mexico
11

April 1885

Dear Papa:
Your letter with Helen's received this evening. I am sorry to hear of Helen's
illness and am pleased to see how much she has improved in writing. Really
I have not time now to write a letter for the Sabbath school, we are quite
busy and besides lowe nearly everyone of my correspondents a letter.
I can not get my photo's taken here but will do so when I go to Santa Fe.
I believe I told you my trip to Las Vegas had "played out" on account of the
roads being impassable other than on horse back.
I think we will have quite a reunion next summer for I guess I'll be home
sure the last of July. I am glad I decided to go to Lake F. [orest] for tonight we
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heard news from Pres.[bytery] And there are to be some very uncongenial
changes made among some of the teachers. Some new schools have been
opened here in the Valley and I don't know what the Board means. I guess
Hazlett after all the fuss he kicked up will remain and I understand his wife
and Miss Brown will teach the Fernandez school. Whew! Won't there be a
racket. I guess there is a pretty big storm brewing in Taos for Mrs. H. has
been building a very unenviable reputation for herselflately. But "mum" is
the word at present. Alice and I have "cut her acquaintance," and have not
been to Taos in nearly six weeks I think, and only four times since x'mas.
She is a "holy terror," oh! Excuse me I forgot I was writing to a preacher.
By the way-Mr Anderson the Engineer here in Gusdorfs steam mill
says he has seen you often and heard you preach in New Pittsburg and
recognized your picture immediately. It seemed such a coincidence, but
nothing unusual for me as Mamma says I am continually hunting up some
mutual acquaintances or relations a la Aunt Prude.
I have told you four times that I rec'd the $12. I think some of my letters
must get miscarried.
Papa won't you write to Mr Eaton stating why I leave the field and ask
him about refunding my traveling expenses. 75 There are some exceptions to
the rule I believe. Tell him about the scholarship etc.76
Did you receive the fox skin and my long letter? I have two nice pairs of
antlers now and expect an invoice of San Juan indian pottery in a few days.
I have some Pueblo pottery now.
Mr Ross has been trying to scare me by telling me the cholera will be so
bad next year and especially in river towns and that he would not leave the
mountains for any thing. He is immensely superstitious.
Imagine how much the boys must enjoy the river. Do they row much in
Keithsburg and are there many young folks or is the state of youthful society
like that of Arlington-on the minus side of the equation. 77
Today has been uncomfortably warm. Gardening was done a couple of
weeks ago and vegetation looks quite green and in Santa Fe they are having
fresh vegetables.
I think this is like our May, but warm days and very cool nights. The Rio
Grande is raging, the snow on the mts. Is melting and swelling the rivers.
The people began irrigating on the 20th it is a queer proceeding. I can not
very well describe it on paper. About all the people do here generally is
"irrigate" and "fumigate" that is when they are well supplied with bad whisky
and worse "puncho." Today was my turn at baking. Had very good luck and
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for a change baked a custard using condensed milk. We have a little muchacha
(girl) come in on Sat. to help. We actually make a slave of the poor child for
she carries our water and runs errands besides. But we almost clothe her and
she is learning American ways, and she likes to be with us so much.
Our work is still progressing but our numbers are fewer. I think we have
done some good but we can hardly see it. Perhaps we are only permitted to
prepare the ground. I sent to New York and got some testaments which are
very thankfully received when I distributed them. And what do you think, I
opened the package at Mrs Gusdorf's and she told me she wished she had
an entire bible. I believe I told you that Mr. Gusdorf is one of the most
bigoted infidels under the sun and she is or rather calls herself a Jewess. She
could well buy a bible, but if she sent for one he would ridicule her and
then again she is likely never to get one unless it is given to her. Mr. Anderson also wants a Bible. Now how shall I get them one. The latter can not
well afford to buy one. I told the Hm. Board to send me Bibles but they only
sent Testaments. 78
Mrs Phillips seems quite broken up about my intention to leave but wants
me to go nevertheless. She wants me to leave N. Mex and never return to
this wretched country, wretched as far as morality is concerned. She told
me she would rather see me in my grave if I were her daughter than to see
me out here "paddling my own canoe," and I guess she is about right, for if
you had not given me the best of early training I am afraid I would have
been swamped. You will never know how much I have had to go through
with. Why didn't you tell me more of the world before I started out. However I have learned all I want to know now in fact. I guess we girls and
teachers here find out more and see the world here as women seldom have
the opportunity of doing. What is the use of trying to teach these natives as
long as my own countrymen, ay, and women too set them such immoral
examples. But I guess this is hardly worse than other places. Really some of
these western roues blaze with pleasure (?) would have graced the court of
a Louis XIV79 But why am I exhorting on this subject? I guess because
Madame Gossip has been so busy lately retailing news from Taos. I do get
so exasperated some times.
Doctor Rice was down yesterday indeed he comes to see us very often for
he enjoys visiting us, and took his saddle off and put mine on his horse and
sent Alice first and me next to take a ride. He brings his horse right into our
sitting room sometimes to scare us and now the gentle old thing always
starts right in of its own accord and as I rode up to the door, I forgot its tricks
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and it walked right in with me on its back, what a laugh we had. You see our
room is just even with the ground.
Mr. Gusdorf has just gone over the Mts. To Vegas with $5000 worth of
beef cattle.
Alice is well but feels so bad that I am not going to stay. You see the
matter had to be decided this week so Pres. would know my intentions.
Anyway I'll be glad to get to civilized lands again this is getting too much of
a muchueza for me. I am "blooming like the rose," feel first rate, barrin' my
usual heavy attack of the annual "spring fever." Oh! I feel too lazy to navigate. Nothing unusual however. Well, I did promise myself that I would
write a short letter this time, in appreciation of my repentance of that volume I last inflicted on you, but it seems I am long winded tonight. How
delighted the girls will be to get home. Every single letter they speak of it
and want me to intercede. Guess they must give me credit for some influence with the pater and mater familias. Wonder if Keithsburg will hold us
when we return. I am afraid we will have the town "dyed a vermilion." Is
there sufficient scope of prairie for us to exercise our exuberant spirits on or .
will you set us at that nightmare, the washtub, so as to keep green the memory .
of former days. Well, if you are not tired with this "effusion" I am so
Goodnight
Lovingly
Nan
I receive Interior. 80 Shall I cut the lectures out or send you the whole paper.
The Keithsburg paper came all OK. Several here read the article and pronounced it excellent. But there are so many rhetorical errors. 81
Don't be so brilliantly brief in your next Epistle. I am aware that "brevity
is the soul of wit" but I'll take the wit without the soul next time. By the way
that reminds me that Mr Anderson made me a steel insole as he wished to
experiment and see if he could not keep me from limping. It does pretty
well but is very heavy. Really it seems my lameness always makes me friends
with blacksmiths who have the bump for experiments well developed.
I have. just been talking to Senor Cordova and as much as I can understand is that Presbytery only appointed one teacher for her and one or the
other of us would have to go to Las Cordovas and open a school there and it
would be most likely me if I stayed and I could never stand it over there on
the Lava fields it is near the Rio Grande river. A dismal lonely place no one
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there that understands a word of Eng. No post office stores or anything. It is
about 6 miles from here. I don't know how Phillips plans turned out yet. I
hardly think I received a reappointment though for I told both Hazlett and
Phillips that I intended going home.
Judge Axtell, Supreme Judge of the Ter. when he was here told Alice he
thought it an extreme impropriety for a young lady to live alone in this
country.82 But I'd like to know what else the isolated teachers would do. I
guess I am pretty young yet so I can come home with a good grace. I would
like to take up mission work again though when through [with] school and
would like to go on a Foreign field to Spain or old Mexico since I have a
knowledge of Spanish.

Conclusion
In the fall of 1885, McKee enrolled at Lake Forest University (LFU) as a
freshman in the college preparatory department. She hoped to pursue a
degree in medicine and eventually secure a position as a medical missionary. During the 1885-1886 academic term, McKee corresponded with Walter
Nelson Halsey, a teacher at the Mora Boarding School. McKee met Walter
some time during her months on the frontier, and he had remained behind
when she left for Lake Forest. The couple grew quite close over these months,
and, in the fall of 1886, Walter enrolled at LFU. The two were engaged to be
married on 30 October 1886. This decision had a disastrous effect upon
McKee's hopes of professional accomplishment. Citing McKee's "poor
health and engagement," LFU administrators withdrew her scholarship, and
she was forced back into her parents' home in Geneseo, Illinois, leaving
behind both her dream of a medical career and her fiance. 83
McKee lived with her parents in Geneseo from 1 July 1887 until 27 November 1889, when she married Walter Halsey. McKee's life over these
twenty-nine months was often lonely and frustrating; she and Halsey could
not marry until he graduated from LFU and secured employment. 84 By the
time of her marriage to Halsey, McKee was ready to settle into a home of
her own. Unfortunately, the first twenty years of her marriage was anything
but settled. Between 1889 and 1908 Halsey and McKee reared six children
and lived in seven communities throughout Illinois, Iowa, and Nebraska. 85
The unpredictable nature of Halsey's employment as an educator or a minister was responsible for most of these moves. During this period Halsey
found time to enroll and graduate (1902) from the Presbyterian Theological

WINTER 2004

VALENTINE?

105

Seminary at Omaha, where he met Rev. Daniel E. Jenkins, professor of
Didactic and Polemic Theology.86 In 1908 Halsey assisted Dr. Jenkins with
the founding of the University of Omaha (OU) and the following year the
Halsey family moved to Omaha. 87 Halsey's position as dean of faculty offered secure employment and gave McKee the sense of stability she desired. Over the next several years the Halsey children grew to adulthood
and McKee finally began to discover opportunities outside the home for
her many talents. From 1908 until Walter's retirement in 1918 she helped
her husband nurture OU through its formative years. She counseled students, taught part-time at the university, helped select the school colors,
and hand-sewed the first OU pennant. McKee even enrolled in the school
and, at the age of sixty, graduated with a bachelor's degree in education in
June 1925.
After graduation McKee worked for the Omaha Public Schools and assisted with the psychological testing of children. She also began research
into the McKee and Halsey families and became a nationally known genealogist and heraldist. Although Halsey retired from OU in 1918 for health
reasons, he served for a few years as supply pastor for Presbyterian congregations in the Omaha area. Later in life, the Halsey couple lived for a time in
Middleton, Illinois, and Appleton, Wisconsin. Walter Nelson Halsey died
during a visit to Omaha on 22 December 1943. Anna McKee Halsey then
moved back to Omaha, where she passed away on 7 January 1948.
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Sarah McKee, 24 December 1882, MHC-UNO.
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and New Mexico, 1530-1888, 635-36.
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Bride to Bank President," American Life Histories: Manuscripts from the Federal
Writers' Project, 1936-1940, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. This document can be.accessed through the Library of Congress's American Memory digital
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50. Francina Eglee-Hannah Wilder Haines (1819-1886) was secretary of the Women's
Executive Committee of Home Missions of the Presbyterian Church. Well before
leaving for New Mexico, Anna had received from Haines a form letter stating that
her annual salary would be h50 payable in four installments only upon receipt of
quarterly reports documenting her activities. F. E. H. Haines to Fellow Worker, 4
July 1884, MHC-UNO.
51. Jose Domingo Mondragon was a former Penitente "Brother or Captain" who had
converted to Presbyterianism in 1872. Weigle, Brothers of Light, 73.
52. McKee may be referring to Marfa Ignacio Mondragon, wife of Jose Domingo
Mondragon. Marfa Mondragon's name appears on the charter of members of the
El Rancho Presbyterian Church from 1874. See the following website: http://
www.firstpresbyterianchurch.presbychurch.orglTaos/History/historY4·htm.
53. A Mother Hubbard is a loose, flowing, and usually shapeless gown.
54. This letter is reprinted courtesy Anna McKee Collection, MSS 44, Colorado Historical Society, Denver.
55. McKee likely means Indians and Hispanos when she uses the term "natives."
56. Bess was a nickname for Anna's sister Lizzie.
57. This sentence contains the last direct reference to Shade in any of the McKee
correspondence; there is evidence that the social relationship between the two
ended in a contentious manner soon afterward. On the possible second-year anniversary of the breakup, a distraught McKee reminisced in a letter to her fiance
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about her relationship with "S": "I lived the past over so vividly yesterday that I
can't put it out of my mind and it makes me suffer so much. If I could only feel
perfectly sure that much of it was not my fault, in that I still recognized the acquaintance of S. and that I ever liked him as much as I did. why does such a black
shadow corne up just when I am the happiest with you. Is it a sin for me to feel that
I could almost kill that man. Did God intend that it was to be a temptation for me,
so as to test me for I was tried to such an extent that I could not have held out much
longer, If God hadn't helped me just where he did." Anna McKee to Walter Halsey,
7 February 1887, MHC-UNO.
In the letter she wrote to her mother late on Christmas evening, McKee omitted
any account of these holiday antics at the home of the Reverend and Mrs. Hazlett.
McKee may also have been concerned about the warning she had received to
avoid "amusements of questionable character." F. E. H. Haines to Fellow Worker,
4 July 1884, MHC-UNO.
Anna's "particular friend" may have been Mr. Shade.
Probably Rev. James Gore King McClure (1848-1932), pastor of the Lake Forest
(Ill.) Presbyterian Church from 1881-19°5 who would serve as president of Lake
Forest University (LFU) from 1897-19°1.
Stephen W. Dorsey (1842-1916) was a prominent New Mexico cattleman and former
U.S. Senator from Arkansas.
Robert Green Ingersol (1833-1899) was a lawyer, orator, and commentator known
for his clever and eloquent criticism of Christianity.
Charles Bent (1799-1847) was governor of New Mexico from 1846-1847. The New
Encyclopedia of the American West, s.v. "Bent Brothers."
Probably Charles "Charley" Adolphus Scheurich, grandson of Charles Bent. High
Plains Historical Foundation. "Curry County, New Mexico History," see the following website: http://www.rootsweb.com/~nmcurry/Ccohstry.html(April 2004).
Alexander Gusdorf was a far more prominent businessman than McKee realized
or cared to admit. The Santa Fe New Mexican Review reported in early February
that Gusdorf's mill was competing seriously with "Kansas millers who ... heretofore had a bonanza in this neck of the woods." Santa Fe New Mexican Review, 2

February 1885, 4·
66. Anna is probably referring to Rev. John Hall (1829-1898), pastor of the Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City. Dumas Malone, ed., Dictionary of
American Biography (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1932), 8:137-38.
67. Several weeks earlier, and shortly after the two missionaries met, McKee wrote to
her mother and offered the following first impression of Alice Hyson: "She is one
of those regular old fashioned 'apple butter bake oven'!!! Pennsylvanians. She got
some chestnuts & an apple from home tonight. She is 23 yrs. Old and very fair and
pretty, though not likely to set the world on fire by her brilliancy." Anna McKee to
Sarah McKee, 21 October 1884, MHC-UNO.
68. Beulah was a New Mexico settlement located seventeen miles northwest of
Las Vegas. It was named after "Beulah Land," a Methodist hymn. Julyan, Place

Names, 38.
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69. Early in 1885, Mckee's family moved from Arlington to Keithsburg, Illinois, where
her father served as a supply pastor.

70. Probably the Penitente morada. See note 46.
71. An "important social contribution" of the Penitentes was to assist local families,
whether members of their order or not, in times of sickness, bereavement; and
financial need. Weigle, Brothers of Light, 150-51.
72- The Catholic Church did not officially recognize the Penitentes until 1947. McKee
is likely describing the actions of local Jesuit priests. Weigle, Brothers of Light,

225-28.
73. Harriett Byram Gregory, wife of Daniel S. Gregory (1832-1915) who served as the
LFU president from 1878-1886. McKee had begun to consider leaving the mission
field and enrolling at LFU in the fall to study medicine. Malone, Dictionary of
American Biography, 7'602; and H. B. Gregory to Anna McKee, 3 August 1885,
MHC-UNO.

74. Anna's brother, Henry Boardman McKee.
75. Presbyterian home missionaries who left the field before completing three years
service were expected to return their traveling expenses. F. E. H. Haines to Fellow
Worker, 4 July 1884, MHC-UNO.
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